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THE WEBERIAN BUREAUCRATIC PRINCIPLES AND 
NIGERIAN PUBLIC BUREAUCRACY: AN EVALUATION 
BY 
JIDE IBIETAN AND SAMUEL ONI 
ABSTRACT 
The o~jective of this paper is to highlight and rein/(m.:e the 
indispensability of the Weberian bureaucratic principles to the 
effective functioning of public sector organisation. IJieher's 
theoretisation on bureaucracy had Sl!ffered numerous danwging 
criticisms from scholars: howeI DeD~ the conlribulions remoin 
unassailable. Using this model as benchmark. the paper allempted 
an evaluative excursion of the Nigerian Public Sel'l'ice ond 
examined the extent of conformity with the principles in prac!ice. 
The paper observed that the search for efficiency in the .Viger ian 
public bureaucracy has been a very tall task 11 ·ith one ref'orm 
committee replacing the other from 193-1 to date. The noticeable 
features of the various reform efforts via their reports ore allempls a/ 
organizational/institutional development and meosures targeted at 
enhancing managerial capacity. Weber's characteri::ation (legal 
rational authority) of bureaucracy underscores lhe essence ofihese 
reform initiatives and it also constitutes thefit!crwn oft he Nigerian 
public bureaucracy. The paper recommended among others, the 
objective implementation ofmeasures aimed at improving efficiency 
in the public service, zeroing- in on entrenching meril11'hile seeking 
to preserve federal character in appointments and pmmot ions. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
T h e  N i g e r i a n  P u b l i c  S e r v i c e ,  o t h e r w i s e  k n o w n  a s  t h e  N i g e r i a n  
B u r e a u c r a c y  i s  a  c h i l d  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  C o l o n i a l  P u b l i c  S e r v i c e .  I n  
o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t h e  p r e s e n t  a r r a n g e m e n t  o f  m i n i s t r i e s ,  d e p a r t m e n t s  a n d  
a g e n c i e s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  d e r i v e d  l a r g e l y  f r o m  t h e  B r i t i s h  s y s t e m  o f  
c o l o n i a l  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  A t  i t s  i n c e p t i o n ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  c i v i l  s e r v i c e  h a d  
t w o  b r o a d  o b j e c t i v e s  n a m e l y ,  t o  m a i n t a i n  l a w  a n d  o r d e r  w h i c h  
A d a m o l e k u n  ( 2 0 0 0 )  e u p h e m i s t i c a l l y  c a p t u r e d  a s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  
" n i g h t  w a t c h m a n " .  T h e  o t h e r  o b j e c t i v e  w h i c h  O n i m o d e  ( 1 9 8 3 )  i n  
E z e h  ( 2 0 0 8 : 3 1 8 )  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  r e v e n u e  g e n e r a t i o n  f o u n d  e x p r e s s i o n  
i n  t h e  u t i l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  p u b l i c  s e r v i c e  a n d  i t s  p e r s o n n e l  t o  e x p l o i t  a n d  
e x p r o p r i a t e  l o c a l  o r  i n d i g e n o u s  n a t u r a l  a n d  m i n e r a l  r e s o u r c e s  t o  
d e v e l o p  t h e  m e t r o p o l e .  F r a n k  (  1 9 7 2 )  e p i t o m i z e d  t h i s  m e t r o p o l e -
h i n t e r l a n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  h i s  c e n t r e - p e r i p h e r y  m o d e l  o f  t h e  
d e p e n d e n c y  t h e o r y .  
F o l l o w i n g  t h e  1 9 1 4  A m a l g a m a t i o n  o f  S o u t h e r n  a n d  N o r t h e r n  
N i g e r i a  a n d  t h e  L a g o s  c o l o n y .  t w o  l e v e l s  o f  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  e x i s t e d .  
" L o r d  L u g a r d  w a s ,  o n  o n e  h a n d ,  d i r e c t l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  f a s h i o n i n g  
a n d  s u p e r v i s i n g  t h e  B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c s  o f  o p p r e s s i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  i t  
a f f e c t e d  d i f f i c u l t  a n d  n o n - c o m p l y i n g  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d ,  . . .  
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  m a t t e r s  i n  w h i c h  L u g a r d  w a s  d i r e c t l y  i n  c h a r g e  o t :  
t o g e t h e r  w i t h  f e w  B r i t i s h  o f f i c i a l s "  ( E z e h ,  2 0 0 8  : 3 1 8 ) .  T h e  
e x p l o i t a t i v e  m o t i v e  o f  t h e  c o l o n i a l i s t s  s e e m s  o b v i o u s  f r o m  t h e  
n u m e r o u s  s c h o l a r l y  a c c o u n t s  a n d  a s  r e i n f o r c e d  b y  t h e  c e n t r e -
p e r i p h e r y  m o d e l  h i g h l i g h t e d  a b o v e .  
T h e  m a j o r  s t r u c t u r a l  d i v i s i o n  o f  p e r s o n n e l  i n  t h e  N i g e r i a n  p u b l i c  
s e r v i c e  c o r r e s p o n d e d  t o  t h e  1 9 5 4  G o r s u c h  ( R e p o r t )  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
w h i c h  a r e  a s  f o l l o w s :  A d m i n i s t r a t i v e / P r o f e s s i o n a l  c l a s s ;  
H i g h e r / T e c h n i c a l  E x e c u t i v e ;  C l e r i c a l / A r t i s a n ;  a n d  
m e s s e n g e r i a l / m a n i p u l a t i v e .  T h e s e  c a t e g o r i z a t i o n  w h i c h  h a v e  b e e n  
s l i g h t l y  m o d i f i e d  d u e  t o  s u c c e s s i v e  r e f o r m s  e x p l a i n  t h e  a c a d e m i c  
s t a n d a r d s / r e q u i r e m e n t s  p u r s u a n t  t o  e n t r y  i n t o  s u c h  g r a d e s .  
3 2  
I  
I  
I  
r  
I  
-
1  
l  
c  
t  
I  
1  
t ;  
i t  
n  
0  
C )  
0 !  
n~ 
e '  
S l  
r e  
a c  
s e  
A I  
a g  
1 1 1 1  
g r l  
d a  
The Nigerian Bureaucracy performs a number of functions . One of 
such is the provision of services that are deemed to be of necessity 
and which would otherwise have been outside the reach of the 
common man. An example of public goods/services, which requires 
tremendous improvement at the moment is the basic health care for 
the citizenry. Access to and quality ofbasic health care delivery have 
collapsed to the extent that Mimiko (20 I 0: 12) painfully but 
factually referred to each household in Nigeria as operating a micro-
municipal governance system. Under this system. each household or 
unit generates its electricity via generator. water from boreholes. 
disposes its domestic wastes and attends to its health care needs 
through private clinics or pay for drugs in government hospitals. 
Another public good or function of the public sector that had been 
taken for granted over the years due to lack of lustre performance of 
its apparatus and personnel is security. Recent news from various 
media (print and electronic) confirm how cheap life has become in 
our nation as innocent lives are lost in very horrible and avoidable 
circumstances. Functional and qualitative education also constitutes 
one of the perceived roles of the Nigerian public service. 
notwithstanding that the country continues to perform poorly on 
every available indicator of the Human Development Index. Othe)· 
sundry services include provision of potable/drinking water: 
reliable public electricity supply; efficient and just judicial 
administration to mention but a few. The extent to which these 
services have been delivered is subject to debate. 
An important function of the Nigerian Bureaucracy is that it acts as 
agent of development. This is predicated on its potentials at 
marshalling human and materials resources required for economic 
growth and development. The role of public service in collecting 
data; disseminating information and ideas: analyzing data for policy 
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d e c i s i o n s ;  w e i g h i n g  a l t e r n a t i v e s  ( i n c l u d i n g  c o s t s  a n d  b e n e f i t s )  a n d  
p r o f f e r i n g  p o s s i b l e  c o u r s e s  o f  a c t i o n  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  n o t e w o r t h y  i n  
t h i s  r e g a r d .  
T h e  N i g e r i a n  B u r e a u c r a c y  h a s  w i t n e s s e d  p h e n o m e n a l  g r o w t h  i n  
s i z e .  w i t h  a  t o t a l  s t a f f  s t r e n g t h  o f l e s s  t h a n  3 0 , 0 0 0  a t  i n d e p e n d e n c e ,  i t  
· g r e w  t o  4 5 , 1 5 4  i n  1 9 7 0 ;  9 8 . 8 7 7  i n  1 9 7 4 ;  2 1 3 , 8 0 2  i n  1 9 8 8 ;  2 7 3 , 3 9 2  i n  
1 9 9 0 :  a n d  a b o u t  2 0 0 , 0 0 0  i n  1 9 9 8  ( O b i ,  2 0 0 7 : 2 1 ) .  I n  e x p l a i n i n g  t h i s  
g e o m e t r i c  g r o w t h ,  A b d u l s a l a m i  ( 1 9 8 8  : 4 9 )  a d d u c e d  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  
r e a s o n s :  t h e  a t t a i n m e n t  o f  i n d e p e n d e n c e  i n  1 9 6 0  w i t h  i t s  a t t e n d a n t  
h i g h  e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r  r a p i d  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  i n  t h e  
c o u n t r y  n e c e s s i t a t e d  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  s e v e r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  S e c o n d l y ,  
t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  s t a t e s  f r o m  t h e  o l d  r e g i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e s  i n  1 9 6 7 ,  a n d  
f u r t h e r  s u b - d i v i s i o n s  i n  1 9 7 6 ,  1 9 9 1  a n d  t h e r e a f t e r  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  t h e  
n e e d  f o r  m o r e  h a n d s  i n  t h e  s e r v i c e s  o f  t h e  s t a t e s '  b u r e a u c r a c y .  
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  t h e  m a s s i v e  i n c r e a s e  i n  o i l  r e v e n u e s  f r o m  1 9 7 2  
e n a b l e d  t h e  F e d e r a l  G o v e r n m e n t  t o  e m b a r k  o n  v e r y  m a n y  
d e v e l o p m e n t a l  p r o j e c t s / p r o g r a m m e s  n e c e s s i t a t i n g  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  
e x i s t i n g  b u r e a u c r a c i e s  a n d  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  n e w  o n e s .  T h e  
p e r p e t r a t i o n  o f  m i l i t a r y  r u l e  f o r  o v e r  t h r e e  d e c a d e s  s i n c e  
i n d e p e n d e n c e  h a s  l e d  t o  t h e  d o m i n a n c e  o f  t h e  c e n t r a l  g o v e r n m e n t  i n  
t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  t h i s  c o u n t r y  w i t h  t h e  a t t e n d a n t  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  m o r e  
b u r e a u s  r e q u i r i n g  p e r s o n n e l .  
T h e  N i g e r i a n  B u r e a u c r a c y  a n d  M a x  W e b e r ' s  I d e a l  C o n s t r u c t :  
a n  E v a l u a t i o n  
H a v i n g  l a i d  t h e  a b o v e  b a c k g r o u n d ,  i t  i s  p r o p e r  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t o  
e x p l o r e  M a x  W e b e r ' s  i d e a l  c o n s t r u c t  a n d  p r i n c i p l e s  f o r  c o m p a r a t i v e  
p u r p o s e s  w i t h  t h e  N i g e r i a n  B u r e a u c r a c y .  M a x  W e b e r  ( 1 8 6 4 - 1 9 2 0 )  
d i r e c t e d  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  m a n k i n d  t o  w h y  l e a d e r s  e x p e c t  c o m p l i a n c e  
w i t h  o r d e r s  g i v e n  t o  t h e i r  s u b o r d i n a t e s .  T h i s  c o i n c i d e d  w i t h  t h e  t h r e e  
t y p e s  o f  a u t h o r i t y  n a m e l y :  t r a d i t i o n a l ;  c h a r i s m a t i c  a n d  r a t i o n a l -
l e g a l .  M o s t  o f  W e b e r ' s  w r i t i n g s  c e n t r e d  o n  t h e  r a t i o n a l - l e g a l  
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Additionally, in order to overcome some of the recurrent problems 
and dilemma, this paper recommends the following: 
1. Re-orientation or rebirth in the Nigerian civic life through 
the instrumentalit y of a purpose-driven and 
transformational leadership. In this regard, the 
political/electoral process that throws up mediocre and 
unfocused leadership should be jettisoned. 
11. Sustenance and facilitation of improved management 
philosophy and techniques like Management By Wandering 
Around (MBWA); Management By Objectives (MBO); 
leaders should endeavour to live by credible examples and 
practice Honest , Open and Transparent (HOT) 
communication style. 
111. Periodic review (in line with prevailing economic realities) 
in remuneration and motivational packages devoid of 
combative industrial relations process. 
IV. Objective implementation of the principle of federal 
character by entrenching merit while seeking to achieve 
proportional geo-political representation. 
v. The process of political/democratic and bureaucratic 
decentralization (devolution and deconcentration) should be 
done with much consideration for national wealth and 
VI. 
resource availability. 
The anti-graft war should be pursued with vigour and 
without selection. This has the potency of exposing corrupt 
public office holders, and ensuring that justice is not only 
done, but seen to be upheld, thus serving as deterrent to 
potential offenders. This can assist in redressing the 
prevalence of corruption in the public service as identified 
by some civil service reform panels. 
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